Applied Theatre: History, Practice, and Place in American Higher Education by Obermueller, Joseph A.
Virginia Commonwealth University
VCU Scholars Compass
Theses and Dissertations Graduate School
2013




Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd
Part of the Theatre and Performance Studies Commons
© The Author
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at VCU Scholars Compass. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Practitioner/Field Applied Theatre Definition Key Concepts 
Dr. Annette Kramer 
 
Annette Kramer Consulting, 
London (via New York).  
 
“Her work with companies 
to craft and deliver more 
compelling stories has 
helped them to break into 
new markets, raise 
investment, and excel at 
sales”.  
Applying theatre techniques to situations in 
which problems need solving (such as 
applying drama to emotional therapy, 
conflict resolution, or corporate learning) 
(web).  
 Problem solving 
 Outside mainstream 
theatre 
Dr. Franc Chamberlain 
 
University of Huddersfield, 
United Kingdom. 
 
Among a vast history of 
research and publication in 
performance studies, he has 
lead workshops in prisons, 
for adult education, drug 
and alcohol resource center, 
and the Centre for Excluded 
Pupils 
Its origin can be traced to education 
departments and has ties to Theatre for 
Development (TfD) and Theatre of the 
Oppressed (TO). “Many of us who have 
been with Boal’s work . . . with different 
client groups would have been doing 
Applied Theatre for years without calling it 
that. 
 
“Is not the application of theory to practice 
as such, but a label applied to a set of 
practices as a means of gathering them 
together”.  
 






















Dr. Catherine McNamara 
 
Central School of Speech 
and Drama, London. Course 
leader of the MA in Applied 
Theatre Program. She is 
Chair of the Equality & 
Diversity Committee and 
manages the Learning 
Centre. Her Applied 
Theatre praxis has engaged 
queer identified young 
people. 
 
Applied Theatre education “focuses on 
theatre practices that promote inclusion and 
access in a variety of settings where 
difference or disadvantage might exist . . . 
addresses the ways theatre can be an agent 
for change, empowerment, enablement, and 
transformation but also explore the 
problematics/ethics of such terms and 
concepts”.  
 
The “applied” aspect concerns practices that 
engage with the issues, dramatize relevant 
stories, and involve participants in processes 
that they find useful, informative in ways 










Dr. Sheila Preston 
 
Central School of Speech 
and Drama, London. 
 
Facilitated community TfD 
projects in the fields of 
mental health and disability. 
Published in The Journal of 
Applied Theatre and 
Performance. Co-edited 
The Applied Theatre Reader  
“Applied Theatre has emerged in recent 
years as a term describing a broad set of 
theatrical practices and creative processes 
that take participants and audiences beyond 
the scope of conventional, mainstream 
theatre into the realm of a theatre that is 
responsive to ordinary people and their 
stories, local settings and priorities”  
 
 
“AT works in contexts where the work 
created and performed has a specific 
resonance with its participants and its 
audiences and often, to different degrees, 
involves them in it”  
 
Participants are “motivated by the belief that 
theatre experienced both as a participant and 
as audience, might make a difference to the 
way in which people interact with each other 
and the wider world”  
 
“…there may be an overt political desire to 
use the process of theatre in the service of 
social and community change . . . [or a] less 
overt [intention] with using theatre to draw 
attention or reveal the hidden stories of a 
 Communal 
 Responsive to 
ordinary people 
 Localized and 
Specific context 
 Involvement of the 











Professor of Theatre and 
Drama, Royal Holloway, 
University of London. 
Author of Applied Drama 
 
Nicholson refrains from immediately 
defining “Applied Drama” as she refers to it. 
She explores some varieties of definitions 
from institutions in the UK, New Zealand, 
and other AT practitioners, quoted below. 
Ultimately, she said “applied drama is 
undertaken by those who want to touch the 
lives of others, who hope that participants 
and audiences will extend their perception of 
how life is, and imagine how it might be 
different”.  
 
“intervention, communication, development, 
empowerment, and expression when 
working with individuals or specific 
communities” 
- Central School 
 
AT is presented in “non-traditional spaces 
for marginalized communites” 
- University of Manchester 
 
AT is “Theatre and Drama in non-traditional 
contexts – theatre in the community, theatre 
in business and industry, theatre in political 
debate and action, theatre in lifelong 
education and learning”. 







 Diverse in its 
application 
 Outreach in to 
varying 
communities 
 Service for others 
 Alternative Spaces 
Greg Giesekam 
 
Senior Lecturer in Theatre 
Studies at the University of 
Glasgow.  
He claims that the rise of the term AT has 
more to do with the decline in the use of the 
term “community theatre” and the 
connotations associated with it whether they 
be political or otherwise. He finds the term 
inappropriate and calls it “a very capacious 




Founded the MA in Applied 
Drama at the University of 
Exeter and is the founding 
director of the Exeter 
AT is “drama which has a job to do” (web). 
 
Where mainstream theatre performances are 
presented to whoever walks through the 
door, AT is usually done with known 
populations. There are usually four parts to 
 “A job to do” = 
Intention 





Applied Drama Research 
Conference. Developed an 
array of AT programs 
concerning issues such as 
alcohol abuse, runaway 
children, bioethics, self 
harm, depression amongst 
farmers and stress and 
suicide in the veterinary 
profession 
the process: 
1. the societal context is researched 
2. the drama event is customized for 
that context 
3. you do it 






Professor of Applied and 
Social Theatre, University 
of Manchester, UK. 
Director of the Centre for 
Applied Theatre Research 
“Applied Theatre first made sense to me 
when trying to make theatre relevant, 
challenging yet sustained inside prisons. We 
had to apply our craft to disciplines where 
the language of theatre was unfamiliar” (e-
debate) 
 
AT projects always take place in 
communities, in institutions, or with specific 
groups. The often include the practice of 
theatre where it is least expected; for 
example, in prisons, refugee camps, 
forgotten estates, hospitals, museums, 
centres for the disabled, old people’s homes, 
and under-served rural villages: sometimes 
in theatres. Applied Theatre is a 
participatory theatre created by people who 
would not usually make theatre. It is, I 
would hope, a practice by, with, and for the 
excluded and marginalized. It is, at best, a 
theatre that translates and adapts to the 
unfamiliar.  
 Alternative location 
 Non theatre 
participants 
 Creating universal 
theatrical language 
 Outreach in to 
community 
 Exploration and 
conflict resolution 
 Transformation 
Dr. Philip Taylor 
 
Associate Professor of 
Educational Theatre, New 
York University 
AT “has a transformative principle at its 
core, unlike applied drama, usually is 
powered by a presentational aspect from 
skilled teaching artists and actors”.  
 
There are 8 guiding principles of Applied 
Theatre. Applied Theatre: 
1. Is thoroughly researched 
2. Seeks incompleteness 
3. Demonstrates possible narratives 
4. Is task-oriented 
5. Poses dilemmas 
6. Interrogates futures 
7. Is an aesthetic medium 
 Transformative 
 Distinction between 











8. Gives voice to communities 
 
Dr. Monica Prendergast 
 
Formerly on faculty at the 
University of Victoria and 
Lesley University. She most 
recently published a 
companion book to Applied 
Theatre: International Case 
Studies and Challenges for 
Practice entitled Applied 
Drama: A Facilitator’s 
Handbook for Working in 
the Community 
AT is most often “played in spaces that are 
not usually defined as theatre buildings, with 
participants who may or may not be skilled 
in theatre arts and to audiences who have a 
vested interest in the issue taken up by the 
performance or are members of the 
community addressed by the performance” 
 
AT is “an umbrella term that refers to all the 
alternative theatre forms that have emerged 
since the 1960’s including grassroots, 
community, social, political, and radical 
theatre”. 
 
“traditional mainstream theatre is most often 
centered on the interpretation of a prewritten 
script, [whereas] AT, in contrast, involves 
both the generation and interpretation of a 
theatre piece that in performance may or 
may not be scripted in the traditional 
manner”.   
 Scripting vs. 
Devised 
 Communal in nature 
 Outreach into 
community 
 Specific contexts are 
analyzed 
 Alternative spaces 
 Diverse participant 
background 
 
Dr. Judith Ackroyd 
 
Dean of Faculty, Regents 
University, London.  
AT “uses drama to improve the lives of 
individuals and create better societies . . . [it 
has] an intention to generate change (of 
awareness, attitude, behaviour, etc), and the 
















































PURE	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 APPLIED	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
THEATRE	
	73	
	
Bibliography	
	
	
"1.4	The	Frame."	Performance	Analysis:	An	Introductory	Coursebook.	Ed.	Colin	
Counsell	and	Laurie	Wolf.	London:	Routledge,	2001.	N.	pag.	Print.		
	
"Applied	Theatre/Drama:	An	E‐debate	in	2004."	Research	in	Drama	Education	11.1	
(2006):	90‐95.	Print.		
	
"Barlinnie	Prison."	Barlinnie	Prison.	N.p.,	n.d.	Web.	03	June	2013.	
<http://www.sps.gov.uk/Prisons/Barlinnie>.	
	
Bickerstaff,	Jimmy.	"Applied	Theatre	Comes	into	Its	Own	as	Mainstream	Field."	
Southern	Theatre	53.4	(2012):	8‐18.	Print.		
	
Brecht,	Bertolt.	Brecht	on	Theatre.	Ed.	John	Willett.	Trans.	John	Willett.	New	York:	
Hill	and	Wang,	1992.	Print.		
	
Brook,	Peter.	The	Empty	Space.	New	York:	Simon	&	Schuster,	1996.	Print.	
	
Fraden,	Rena.	Imagining	Medea:	Rhodessa	Jones	&	Theater	for	Incarcerated	Women.	
Chapel	Hill:	University	of	North	Carolina,	2001.	Print.		
	
Grotowski,	Jerzy.	Towards	a	Poor	Theatre.	Ed.	Eugenio	Barba.	New	York:	Routledge,	
2002.	Print.		
	
Hartley,	Jennifer	S.	Applied	Theatre	in	Action:	A	Journey.	Stoke‐on‐Trent:	Trentham,	
2012.	Print.		
	
Henry,	Onika.	"Personal	Experience	in	TiE."	Online	interview.	1	Mar.	2013.	
	
Chinyowa,	Kennedy.	HIV	and	AIDS	Education	through	Applied	Theatre.	Saarbrücken,	
Germany:	Lambert	Academic,	2010.	Print.	
	
Moran,	Galia,	and	Uri	Alon.	"Playback	Theater	and	Recovery	in	Mental	Health:	
Preliminary	Evidence."	The	Arts	in	Psychotherapy	(2011):	n.	pag.	Print.		
	
Morgolis,	Ellen.	“Pacific	University”.	Phone	Interview.	10	June.	2013	
	
Moreno,	J.L.	The	Essential	Moreno:	Writings	on	Psychodrama,	Group	Method,	and	
Spontaneity.	Ed.	Jonathan	Fox.	New	York,	NY:	Springer	Pub.,	1987.	Print.		
	
Nicholson,	Helen.	Applied	Drama:	The	Gift	of	Theatre.	Basingstoke	[England:	
	 Palgrave	Macmillan,	2005.	Print.		
	
	74	
	
Packham,	Neil,	and	Elly	Goodman.	"Citizens	Theatre	Learning	Team."	Online	
interview.	30	Mar.	2013.		
	
Prendergast,	Monica,	and	Juliana	Saxton.	Applied	Theatre:	International	Case	Studies	
and	Challenges	for	Practice.	Bristol,	UK:	Intellect,	2009.	Print.		
	
Prentki,	Tim,	and	Sheila	Preston,	eds.	The	Applied	Theatre	Reader.	London:	
Routledge,	2009.	Print.		
	
Rohd,	Michael.	Theatre	for	Community,	Conflict	&	Dialogue:	The	Hope	Is	Vital	
Training	Manual.	Portsmouth,	NH:	Heinemann,	1998.	Print.		
	
Rowe,	Nick.	Playing	the	Other:	Dramatizing	Personal	Narratives	in	Playback	Theatre.	
London:	Jessica	Kingsley,	2007.	Print.		
	
Salas,	Jo.	"Culture	and	Community:	Playback	Theatre."	The	Drama	Review	27.2	
(1983):	15‐25.	Print.		
	
Salas,	Jo.	Improvising	Real	Life:	Personal	Story	in	Playback	Theatre.	New	Paltz,	NY:	
Tusitala,	1996.	Print.		
	
Schutzman,	Mady,	and	Jan	Cohen‐Cruz,	eds.	Playing	Boal:	Theatre,	Therapy,	Activism.	
London:	Routledge,	1994.	Print.		
	
"Seen	and	Heard:	Using	Playback	Theatre	to	Explore	Spirituality	for	People	with	
Intellectual	Disability."	Applied	Theatre	Researcher	3.8	(2002):	n.	pag.	Web.	
22	Jan.	2013.	
<www.griffith.edu.au/centre/cpci/atr/journal/volume5_article8.htm>.		
	
Shailor,	Jonathan.	Performing	New	Lives:	Prison	Theatre.	London:	Jessica	Kingsley,	
2011.	Print.		
	
Sheiker,	Fadi.	"Performing	Orphanage	Experience:	Applied	Theatre	Practice	in	a	
Refugee	Camp	in	Jordan."	ResearchGate.	N.p.,	2011.	Web.	22	Jan.	2013.		
	
Taylor,	Philip.	Applied	Theatre:	Creating	Transformative	Encounters	in	the	
Community.	Portsmouth,	NH:	Heinemann,	2003.	Print.		
 
Wangh,	Stephen.	The	Heart	of	Teaching:	Empowering	Students	in	the	Performing	Arts.	
Abingdon,	Oxon:	Routledge,	2013.	Print.	
	
	
	75	
	
Vita	
	
	
Joseph	Allan	Obermueller	was	born	on	October	16th,	1980	in	Casper,	Wyoming.	He	
graduated	from	Natrona	County	High	School	in	1999,	attended	Casper	College	for	
one	year,	then	attended	and	received	his	Bachelor	of	Arts	in	Theatre	from	
Pepperdine	University,	Malibu,	CA	in	2003.	He	received	his	Master	of	Fine	Arts	in	
Theatre	Pedagogy	from	Virginia	Commonwealth	University	in	Richmond,	VA	in	
2013	and	will	serve	as	Assistant	Professor	of	Theatre	at	the	University	of	Sioux	Falls	
in	Sioux	Falls,	SD	beginning	in	August	of	2013.		
